This article explores the work of Mable Constanduros , who was a prolific writer and actress for radio, film and theatre, specialising in comedy. Her radio series The Buggins Family (over 250 episodes were broadcast by the BBC between 1928 and 1948) was possibly the first situation comedy, but has never been recognised as such. In this article I recreate scripts, analyse the structure of Constanduros's most famous Buggins episodes, and evaluate her performance, putting it into context with the wider culture in radio at the time. Frances
Introduction
Mabel Constanduros (1880 Constanduros ( -1957 was one of the most instinctive and natural performers in early radio. The Buggins Family (often called The Bugginses) was Constanduros's most enduring creation. In her autobiography she explains modestly that she 'had wonderful luck in that [her] work was unlike anyone else's' (Constanduros, 1946, 43) . The programme was 'extremely popular with audiences as a result of its skilful characterization and gentle humour combined with sheer appreciation of Constanduros's acting skills' (DNB). She invented a cockney family because she felt that 'one voice [was] apt to become tiresome on the air if it
[went] on for a long time' (Constanduros, 1946, 43) . There were over 250 Buggins episodes broadcast between 1928 and 1948 (DNB) . The most characters she ever played in one broadcast was seven and Constanduros developed this style of performance because 'being several people at once enabled [her] to do sketches', which she believed were 'more entertaining than monologues' (Constanduros, 1946, 43) . By examining her work in the light of contemporary ideas we can reach an understanding of just how innovative she was in writing comedy and use of the voice.
Constanduros was already in her forties when she made her first solo broadcast for the BBC. Although the work was broadcast in the days of live performance, before recording became the norm, some sketches were recreated as gramophone recordings, and extracts from her grandson's collection of these can be heard on the BBC radio programme The Late Mrs. Buggins (British Library Sound Archive), which celebrates her life and work. These Buggins episodes were digitised in 2009 and are available in CD form. This has proved invaluable in understanding Constanduros's performance style (Clark, Windyvar 46, 2009) .
At the time comedy was considered to be an inferior genre. 1 It might seem surprising that Constanduros managed to achieve so much success, but perhaps A. Corbett-Smith hit upon the reason in his article 'Do Women Want Wireless? ' (Daily Express, 28 Feb, 1928) :
[Women] want personality […] Personality is the one big thing which counts in radio. And personality is the very thing that is so seldom found among the radio speakers and artists. You could count those with really vivid carrying power almost on the fingers of a hand.
Whilst the tone of the article was patronising like so many of the comments made about women by men of the period, Corbett-Smith identified the main factor responsible for Constanduros's achievements in the medium. The exaggerated yet recognisable personalities of her creations appealed to listeners, and in addition, despite the fact that Constanduros was playing characters, her own personality was also audible. As Susan Bennett points out in
Theatre Audiences: A Theory of Production and Reception (1990, 162) , 'performance encourages audiences to appreciate the actors' skill. Brecht stressed in his Verfremdungseffekt that the actor should "show" a character with the effect that the audience would appreciate the tools of acting used in this demonstration.' Bennett goes on to state that 'audience members might be attracted to the voice of a certain actor or to specific physical abilities' (162). This is also applicable to radio. Constanduros was able to use her vocal ability to 'show' her characters. The closest British performer we have to her style today is probably TV performer Catherine Tate. 2 The audience derive as much pleasure from the personality that is performing as they do from the material that is performed; 'it is the tension between the real actor on the one hand, and the fictional character for who he functions as an iconic sign on the other, that creates one of the main attractions of [...] performance' (Esslin, 1988, 39 (Wolfe, 2003, 55) . A sketch explores a comic moment where a sitcom tells a much bigger comic story (Vorhaus, 1994, 155) . The complexity of The Buggins Family goes beyond the normal framework of sketch writing, which suggests that Constanduros wrote the forerunner of the 'domestic sitcom' with the 'husband, wife and kids', which has spawned so many permutations ever since (Wolfe, 2003, 55) . Further evidence to support Constanduros as a writer of sitcom exists in the style of her work. Her scripts are not just a series of 'one-liners and gags strung together' (Wolfe, 2003, 29-31) ; The Buggins Family is funny because the characters are funny. Constanduros's Buggins scripts are, in keeping with most definitions of sitcom, character-driven, in that 'the exploration of character is central, with the plot arising out of this' (Davis, 2001, 69) . A normal family going to the zoo, having a picnic or catching the train is not particularly funny (although they may have their moments), but when the Bugginses attempt to do anything normal hilarity ensues. The situations created by Constanduros are real and normal for the period, but the characters are not. In addition, Each […] episode can be regarded as something like the last two acts of a traditional three-act play in that the characters and settings are already known to the audience. Not only are the characters known, but also their relationships and attitudes to each other (Wolfe, 2003, 31) .
Constanduros also uses a format for her work, as defined by Wolfe (2003, 61-62) , and The
Buggins Family 'involves a continuing cast of characters in a succession of episodes' (EB).
This gives further support to its case for being a sitcom. Therefore I have analysed The
Buggins Family according to comedy theory associated with the genre of sitcom, but first it is worth considering why this work has not been recognised as such.
According to the The Guinness Book of Sitcoms the first ever work of this type was
That Child (1926) written by Florence Kilpatrick with Constanduros credited as an actor in the piece (Taylor, 1994, 250) . For many years radio researchers believed that British sitcom began in the 1950s with Hancock's Half Hour by Alan Galton and Ray Simpson, which started life on the radio and then transferred to television (Crisell, 1994, 168 (Gray, 1994, 81) . I hope that what follows will go some way to reinstating her.
Recreating the scripts
Sadly hardly any original Buggins radio scripts have survived, but there are a few short sketches available in pamphlets published by Samuel French. 4 They were created for use by amateur theatre performers and adapted for the stage. Constanduros was adept at writing comedy for the ear and for the eyes and was able to convert one into the other with great skill. 
Structure and comic devices
Vorhaus defines the comic premise as 'the gap between comic reality and real reality' in The
Comic Toolbox (1994, 19-21) . The Buggins Family is based on a strong comic premise, which is the gap between Emily's desire for happiness through improvement of her family and social position and the reality of the fact that this can never happen because her family have no desire to be happy or improve, socially or personally.
Wolfe offers a helpful guide to sitcom format in Writing Comedy (2003, (61) (62) .
While each episode of The Buggins Family is different, there is a strict format that never changes. This is what sustained the series through 250 episodes. If The Buggins Family were a contemporary sitcom the format would be something like this:
 The Buggins family are working class cockneys  They live in a small house, which is cramped because there are so many of them, causing overcrowding and conflict.  The mainstay of the family is young mother Emily Buggins, who is old before her time.  She is kind and dutiful and wants to make everyone happy.  She has a strong desire for self-improvement, but doesn't really know how to go about this.  Her problems are those associated with looking after her 3 children: a baby, a naughty little boy and a whiny little girl.  She also has to keep house on a shoestring budget, for which she receives no thanks or recognition.  She has to care for her cantankerous, deaf, elderly mother in law, who adds to her problems and causes a lot of conflict.  Her husband is lazy, bad tempered and unhelpful, which causes even more conflict.  No family members get on with each other, unless siding with someone against another, causing even more conflict.
It is the conflict that prevents the piece from ever becoming flat. Not only are the Bugginses in conflict with each other, they are also always in conflict with their living conditions and, more importantly, the world outside, which is vital in a successful sitcom (Wolfe, 2003, 60-61 (Vorhaus, 1994, 37 (GRANDMA chuckles) MRS BUGGINS. Don't be so in'uman, both of yer!-great murderin' things. EMMA: Get orff Alfie! (ALFIE screams) MRS BUGGINS. No, don't move, Emma! You'll tear Alfie's skin orf. You'll 'ave to stay stuck now till it wears orf, or I get you both into a 'ot bath. Oh, sit down back to back, and stop owlin ', do! (12) As the family try to have their picnic Constanduros skilfully uses 'things going wrong' to put more and more pressure on her characters: the butter melts, the ham is off, the salmon can't be eaten because they have forgotten the tin opener and (When FATHER holds up his foot, a battered tin is seen on the heel of it, which has been concealed behind the tree-trunk and substituted at this point for the original tin.) MRS BUGGINS. Oh, do stop 'owlin', Father, and take that tin orf the endo of yer foot. The salmon'll be ruined! FATHER. (hopping) It won't come orf, I tell yer, -it won't come orf! It's cut right through the boot inter me flesh! MRS BUGGINS. Oh, good gracious, Father, what are we to do! For goodness sake don't put it to the ground -the salmon'll eat in. GRANDMA. (enjoying it) Let's 'ope it ain't the gangrenious sort, that's all. MRS BUGGINS. Oh, good 'eavens! We'll 'ave to find a doctor. -Don't put it to the ground, Fatheryou'll 'ave to 'op. FATHER. 'Op! All down that great 'ill? What d'yer take me for? -a kangaroo? MRS BUGGINS. Oh, don't wait to argue, Father. It may be turnin' gangrenious this very minute, and 'eating inter yer cistern. Come on -you 'op, and I'll give you me arm. (MRS BUGGINS puts FATHER'S arm around her neck, and he leans heavily upon her, groaning hollowly) GRANDMA. Oh, stop groanin', fer goodness sake! Ere's me rusted up ter the gullet, and never a sound outer me. FATHER. Well, you never 'ad a ingrowin' salmon on yer foot! (16) On radio there is no need for the clumsy and unconvincing substitution of the tin.
Constanduros was also adept with the 'wildly inappropriate response' (Vorhaus, 1994, 50) . In the first extract Father and Grandma laugh at the distress of the children. In the second Grandma remains unsympathetic and is unmoved by Father's agony. She then adds to his woes by exaggerating the possible consequences of the situation, suggesting he might get gangrene. Emily's response swings from an inappropriate concern for the condition of the salmon over that of her husband to over-anxiety about his health, fuelled by Grandma's pessimism. It is the overlapping of all these devices that contributes to the hilarity of the piece.
Characters and the underlying sadness
Much of the humour in The Bugginses rests on Emily's determination to improve them all and create happiness. This is a well-worn theme in contemporary sitcom writing; Emily existed before Ria in Butterflies, Margo in The Good Life and Ma Boswell in Bread. 6 Each of these characters is 'the lynchpin […] of a family surviving in a hard economic climate' (Gray, 1994, 97) . Vorhaus believes that fundamentally 'comedy is about truth and pain' (1994, (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (Davis, 2001, 141) . Grandma is at once hilarious and sad; she is bewildered by the changing times and is desperately trying to control her tiny world. She is genuinely fearful concerning her health because of her age, and this fear creates her negative approach to everyone else's health, along with a tendency to be spiteful. She is a prophet of doom who takes advantage of Emily's anxiety and lack of education to constantly cause trouble. Grandma's inflexible personality provides an effective block for all of Emily's attempts to find joy. This is not dissimilar to the relationship between Harold and his father, Albert, in Steptoe and Son, the 1960s sitcom about two rag-and-bone men, by Alan Simpson and Ray Galton (BBC, 1962 (BBC, -1974 ). Harold's attempts to improve are always thwarted by his father, but they remain locked together because ultimately they only have each other (Davis, 2001, 141) . The sad truth in The Bugginses is that Grandma only has her family and is entirely dependent on them. Father and Grandma form a double obstacle that Emily's optimistic personality has to overcome on a daily basis. Father is desperately sad due to his lack of education and mundane job in a warehouse; his pigeons provide his only comfort.
Without Emily he would be unable to function (Constanduros and Hogan, n.d.) . Like Steptoe and Son 'if it weren't so funny it would be tragic' (Davis, 2001, 141) .
Class and language
Rib Davis (2001, 14) explains that 'class is hugely important in terms of how characters are perceived and how they perceive themselves.' At the time Constanduros was writing class structures were more rigid and the Buggins family fitted into the working class because Father, the main breadwinner, earned a living in a low-skilled, low paid job (Pugh, 2009, 76-101) . In creating the Bugginses, Constanduros managed to poke fun at everything the BBC was attempting to do. It may have been deliberate satire or simply accurate observation.
Emily represented the kind of housewife that the BBC wanted to educate.
7 Davis (2001, 15) points out that 'while a particular class is something we are born into, it is also something we may move away from, either in fact or in our own perceptions.' This is 'one of the most fertile areas for the creator of character' and it is certainly exploited ' and, of course, education (14) . This affects the way that all of the characters speak and act, which brings us to the way Constanduros uses language to create humour in The Bugginses. Wolfe (2003, 33) FATHER. [To the children] 'Ere the pair of yer can take and carry the dinner over to them gorze bushes, where I can't see this beastly panamara. I'm turnin' that giddy, I shall get an attack of the verdigrease and precipitate meself down it in a minute. GRANDMA. I ain't settin' by no gorze bushes! MRS BUGGINS. Why not Grandma? GRANDMA. Swarmin' with snakes and evvets, they are. I knoo a girl wot sat under a gorze bush and a evvet popped out and bit 'er, and she was never the same again. FATHER. Ah-two-legged evvet I expect that one was! GRANDMA. No, it wasn't, then! It was a ordinary gastronomic evvet. (7) Andrew Crisell (1994, 167) attributes this kind of witty language to what he calls the 'newer, radiogenic form of comedy' in which words themselves are used to create humour, citing The Goon Show as a prime example (BBC Home Service, 1952 -1960 . 8 Constanduros was ahead of her time in her use of language on the radio. 
Grandma
Grandma is probably the most recognizable and funny of all the characters. Early radio theorist Filson Young (1933, 245) Gray (1994, 8) calls the 'Mrs Grundy' technique, which is often used by male comics as a way of defending sexist jokes. Grandma
Buggins is the epitome of 'a thin-lipped and humourless prude averse to any form of spontaneity, life or joy.' But Constanduros does not use this character in a way that is cruel, as Gray believes some male writers might: 'the nagging mother-wife, reducing male energy to domestic tidiness, sexually rapacious or coldly puritanical' (85). Instead Grandma Buggins is used to highlight the differences between the generations. The extraordinary respect and affection granted to Grandma by her daughter-in-law, Emily Buggins, and the rest of the family, is sincere and reflective of the period. It was a time when many families were living under the same roof as at least one elderly relation (Gale, 1996, 21-37 Smith in which he states that the most important thing in radio is 'personality'. Replace
Gray's 'vitality' with Corbett Smith's 'personality' to explain the success of the series with that particular audience. Both Constanduros and the people she created had some of the most distinctive characteristics on radio, but it was probably her own personality that led to her stardom; Esslin (1988, 59 ) asserts that 'a far greater proportion of audiences [want] particular actors rather than the characters they signify.' Constanduros was giving listeners what they wanted in the form of The Buggins Family, which provided the vehicle for her unique ability.
Conclusion
Constanduros created some of the earliest funny characters and situations for radio. Val
Gielgud noted in 1932 that 'Miss Constanduros [...] proved that it is perfectly possible to write humour indigenous to the microphone.' (Gielgud, 1932, 35) Her comedy has stood the test of time, and is still funny today, yet she remains overlooked. She wrote about class and gender using 'jokes [as] the bridge' (Gray, 1994, 15) . It may be that much of her work has been forgotten because, as Gale puts it:
Domestic […] pieces are regularly assumed to be the place where the "trivial" concerns of women's lives, of interest to a "minority", are played out. Thus many of the plays by women, because they take "domestic life" as a starting point, have been considered unworthy of critical analysis (1996, 7).
The fact that Constanduros was a woman was almost certainly a factor in her lack of recognition. Recent studies on gender in the arts are proving that women have been discriminated against. Gray's theory is probably correct and a qualitative analysis of sexism in comedy is overdue. This article has attempted to redress the balance and show
Constanduros as a consummate writer, performer, and observer of human nature. I hope it will inspire further research into Constanduros's work and the origins of sitcom writing.
